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What are experiences 
that transform?

In a world where everything seems to live online forever, in a frantically 
churning sea of data, the moments when we come together face to 
face take on ever more importance. Whether those moments are a 
fundraising dinner or a training session or an annual meeting, we’ve 
found ways to make those experiences more than another appointment 
on the calendar. You can change lives with the inspiration and emotional 
power of a transformative experience, and the secrets provided below 
will give you a roadmap to do just that.

1. Tell a story

When you tell someone your message, most of the time you’ll bring 
out the conclusion first: “Donate to the Riverside Humane Society 
because we provide a safe refuge for unwanted pets.” Or maybe: “Buy 
a Troutometer Stream Thermometer so you can find the best place 
to cast your fishing line.” For the things you care about passionately, 
this approach is what naturally comes to mind, because you already 
understand why your work is important.

But here’s the problem: your audience doesn’t. They may not understand 
the difficulties of dry-fly fishing, or the environmental peril caused by 
abandoned pets. And even if you give them the facts—“Catch 700% more 
trout with the Troutometer!”—will the message really sink in?

Maybe. Maybe not. But there’s one approach that has a much better 
chance of being heard: tell a story. Humans are story-tellers and story-
listeners. We look for narrative structure in something as random as 
the shape of a cloud, or the pattern of the stars. There are only three 
elements you need for a story:

 Characters, including a protagonist your audience cares about.

 Setting that the audience can visualize.

 Narrative arc from challenge, through struggle, to resolution.

Let’s unpack that last point a bit. Characters and setting are easy enough, 
but the narrative arc takes some work. Often, we want to skip ahead to 
the resolution, the “happy ending” that we see happening now or in the 
near future; or we want to dwell on the struggle, without envisioning how 
it might be resolved harmoniously. But without one of these, you don’t 
have an engaging story – and you won’t get an emotional response from 
your audience.
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So, take audiences through all three stages of the narrative arc:

 Challenge, which grabs our attention with an unexpected   
 problem or question.

 Struggle, which engages our emotions in the process of   
 confronting the challenge.

 Resolution, which calls us to action.

Authentic storytelling is the juice that electrifies your topic and puts 
your unique stamp on the material. But check to see if you are using 
stories strategically. Strategic storytelling is the secret weapon of master 
presenters. To do it well takes some pre-planning—winging it is risky when 
it comes to telling a compelling story.

 Choose the right story. Does it drive home your point, making  
 it more powerful and memorable? The goal is not that they   
 remember your story, but that they remember the point   
 illustrated by  your story.

 Craft your story. Make every word count. Think mini-story,   
 anecdote, vignette—the shortest form you can deliver to get   
 your point across. Refining it with each telling takes too long and  
 turns your listeners into guinea pigs. Write out your stories and  
 edit dispassionately.

 Present powerfully. Awaken the senses, use suspense, and build  
 tension. Invite the audience to visualize themselves in the world  
 you create with your words.
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2. Dialogue, not 
just discussion

It can be easy for a discussion to degrade into a monologue by those in 
charge about what they want, rather than a rich sharing of everyone’s 
thoughts and assessments. A better approach is to focus on creating 
dialogue and encouraging everyone to contribute.

Over many years, we’ve developed a tool for creating effective meetings 
called the Dialogue Guidelines. We’ve found them to create a more 
open environment, so we share them as we can. (Feel free to download, 
print, and use them in your meetings: http://www.messagemakers.
com/Resources/DialogueGuidelines.aspx) But dialoguing is more than a 
communication tool. It’s a leadership tool.

We see dialogue as a process focused on identifying and then achieving 
a specific end goal. The first step is to determine what the group sees 
that goal as being. It’s normal for the goal to start out a little fuzzy, but 
dialogue helps to refine and focus it. Without a common goal, it’s more 
difficult to keep everyone on the same path—and it’s much easier to 
sidetrack into the divergent paths to various individuals’ goals.

It’s important that everyone in the meeting feels that their thoughts will 
be respected and listened to—else, why share? Why even pay attention? 
A good dialogue involves people who are open to the perspectives of 
all, regardless of titles ... who speak to the center and pose questions to 
all (not just to the most important person in the group). You never know 
who might have pieces to solve the puzzle.

Openness can be a challenge—brainstorming of solutions is so easily 
shut down by negativity. One side wins and all others lose. This is why 
it’s so important to abandon preconceptions, listen to one another 
and avoid judging ideas prematurely—these all lead people to trust 
the group enough to share their inspiration and to find common ground 
among the ideas shared. When the space is free of judgment and minds 
are open to understanding others’ points of view, no one has to bury his/
her creativity. It’s much more productive to explore unusual ideas than to 
shoot them down on sight.

Be brief. Give everyone equal time. Clock people if you have to. No 
boring monologues. Enough said.

Let your vision of the future, that wonderful goal to be achieved, open 
you to creativity and imagination. And try to have fun as you solve your 
problem and create that future you desire. If you’re not laughing, you’re 
not learning.
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3. Create the 
Wow Factor

Remember step 1, “Tell a story”? Think about what you want your 
participants to do when they go home. That’s right: you want them to 
 tell stories of their own, about how amazing and mind-blowing and  
life-changing your event was.

You can give them a boost for those stories with the Wow Factor, those 
elements that make someone who hears about them say, “Wow. That’s 
really something.” For example:

 “… and then he rode the newest model right up onto the stage!”

 “… every time he pumped his fist, we would all shout ‘FREEDOM!’”

 “… she was an incredible singer, but she also came down from the  
 stage and danced with me and Lucy. I even got to sing into the   
 mic.”

Every event has different focal points that can become Wow moments. 
Your challenge is to identify them, create ideas for making them 
unforgettable, and then figure out which of those ideas will be most 
effective… and most cost-effective.

Start by listing out the components of your experience, from beginning 
to end. How does it flow? Where can you insert interesting elements, and 
where do you need to leave things as they are? Next, pick out a few of 
those components to develop with creative ideas.

Creative ideas can come from a number of places, and everyone has 
their favorite brainstorming activity. Here are a few of ours:

 Add a twist. Take what’s there and twist: subtract, add, eliminate,  
 expand, modify, substitute, adapt, combine, rearrange, repurpose,  
 or reverse. Find as many ways as you can to change the same   
 thing into different forms.

 Use your senses. Don’t try to think of ideas in the abstract; get  
 concrete instead. Close your eyes, imagine yourself in the event,  
 and let your senses explore the space. What do you see? Hear?  
 Smell? Taste? Feel? For the moment, leave aside the question of  
 how to produce these sensory experiences and give your   
 imagination free reign to run wild.

 Embrace the random. Use a random word generator (you can find  
 them easily online) to find three or four words you can use   
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 as seeds to spark ideas. If the words aren’t immediately   
 inspirational, try breaking down each concept into its  
 attributes and applying those to your target. 

 If you’re trying to add the Wow Factor to your registration table  
 and you get WATER as a random word, it might not be obvious   
 how to tie these together. (Hold registration underwater? At a   
 pool? In the rain?) But if you think about water as wet, refreshing,  
 liquid, and flowing, you might realize that “refreshing” is a perfect  
 description of how you want the registration line to feel on a hot  
 July day. Fans with sky-blue streamers by the lines will add   
 a refreshing, cool experience.

Try these approaches, individually or in concert, and your inner dreamer 
will be freed up to create. Then test your ideas against the reactions of 
others, so you know which ones will be most effective.

4. Rehearse, 
revise, repeat

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could always get it right on the first try? 
In the real world, that doesn’t often happen. Experiences that transform 
grow out of an iterative process, moving through several drafts and 
rounds of critique before settling into a finished form. Rehearsal, 
revision, and repetition provide space for things to change. What can 
change? Everything.

 Emotional tone. Does the emotional energy of the experience   
 move along the desired path, through places like quiet    
 contemplation, fervent excitement, and heartfelt affection? Are  
 you serious or silly at the right times?

 Message. Once you hear what you’re saying, you might realize  
 that you actually want to say something else.

 Comfort. Repetition brings familiarity – and while you don’t want  
 to get too comfortable, stage fright is generally not compatible  
 with a good delivery.

 Structure. You learn that A works better if you pair it with C,  
 and D needs to come after E, not before.

 Segmentation. Notice how the brain absorbs things better when  
 they’re broken up into parts? Notice how this five-step document  
 has a lot of bulleted lists? Perhaps some things should be   
 combined—or divided further.

 Goal. Maybe your expectations for what you can accomplish are  
 too ambitious. Or maybe they’re not ambitious enough.



MessageMakers 
5 Steps to experiences that transform

-6-
®

5. Focus on the 
message, and 
have fun too

By this point, you should have a pretty clear idea of what you’re doing. 
You’re telling a story, favoring dialogue over discussion, creating the 
Wow Factor, rehearsing and revising. That’s a lot to handle. But these are 
mostly “what” factors: what you choose to do as part of the experience 
you’re creating.  In the end, what matter most are the “why” and “how.”

Why are you going to all this trouble? Why is the message you want to 
send important?

And how do you approach this message? With a rigid, iron 
determination? Or with a light spirit, a spirit of child-like (not child-ish) 
playfulness? Experiences that transform bring us to life. They show us 
that there is more to the world than we thought possible. They give us a 
gift:

The results we want. And the chance to have fun getting there.

Who we are

MessageMakers is a full-service production company specializing in live 
events, video production and learning programs. With more than 30 
years of worldwide experience and proven success we have developed 
insights and skills that bring corporate, brand and organization messages 
to life – compelling messages that achieve powerful and measurable 
results. MessageMakers is the leader in producing experiences that 
transform.
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